

Contents



  	Title Page

  	Copyright Page

  	Acknowledgments

  	Part A

  	The Neighborhood Kids

  	Memento Mori*

  	Vaping and Grunting

  	Centaurea Cyanus

  	In the Warehouse with the Mannequins

  	Knights and Dragons





  	Part B

  	The Show Must Go On*

  	Pulvis et Umbra Sumus*

  	Decisions and Interventions

  	Hasta La Historia Siempre*

  	Vaping and Searching

  	Nightmares

  	Briefing

  	Cherchez La Femme*

  	21/24

  	Nightmares II

  	Schizophrenia

  	Nightmares III

  	Tangling the Skein

  	Student Life

  	From Rostock to Munich

  	From Munich with... Nostalgia

  	Nightmares IV

  	Annus Horribilis*

  	Three Burials

  	Nemo Malus Felix*

  	Bullseye!

  	Much Ado About Nothing

  	Steps and Leaks

  	Dethronement

  	Exile

  	Orthodox Easter

  	Tria Termina*

  	Vaping and Digging

  	Blur

  	Timeo Danaos et Dona Ferentes*





  	Part C

  	Following the Tracks

  	Houston, we've had a Problem

  	Sunday of the Prodigal Son

  	They Called Me Katina

  	Clarity

  	Ad Finem*

  	Ich bin ein Berliner!*

  	The Blood will Tell





	Notes





  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  



HECATOMBE

A Psychological Serial Killer Thriller

by Michael Siaterlis


HECATOMBE

A Psychological Serial Killer Thriller




First Edition: February 2026

ISBN: [978-618-88008-1-6]




Copyright © 2026 Michael Siaterlis. All rights reserved.




Place of publication: Athens, Greece




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons is coincidental.




No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews.




Translation from the original Greek: Dina Stratigopoulou

Cover design by Michael Siaterlis





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




With gratitude to those who helped bring this story to life:




Psychologist Orestis Christofis

Psychologist Eri (Erasmia) Trouli

Philologist Marina Pitsaki

Teacher/Translator Dina Stratigopoulou




Special thanks to my dear friend Athanasia Koutsika, whose invaluable guidance greatly contributed to the completion and improvement of this book.






PART A








THE NEIGHBORHOOD KIDS




August 1976




The sun had vanished below the horizon, and twilight spread menacingly like a vast purple-gray sheet, smothering the deep crimson of the sky and blanketing the impoverished neighborhood. It was nearly impossible to make out anything beyond shadows, the only hope being the yellowish streetlamps that would flicker on any moment now. Not that they’d help much. Only the sparse patches directly beneath the few lampposts would be adequately lit.

"He" lurked in the shadows, crouched behind a tall green tricycle used for deliveries. His eyes darted around, careful not to let any part of his body protrude from the vehicle’s metal frame.

In the distance, a frail silhouette emerged - a child, tiptoeing cautiously, scanning the surroundings. The boy occasionally bent forward to peer into the shadows, waiting for the lamppost behind him to cast its light onto the street. He moved slowly, deliberately, poised to bolt backward at the slightest provocation.

"He" tracked every movement, shifting his body behind the bulk of the tricycle to remain unseen. As the moments ticked by, the boy drew closer. A thrill surged through him, his eyes locked on the child’s slight frame, anticipating reactions. He waited for the perfect moment to spring from his hiding place and catch the boy off guard.

The boy edged nearer, his steps hesitant, scrutinizing the darkness behind the green tricycle. Earlier, he thought he’d glimpsed movement there - perhaps a trick of the shadows or just his imagination. A wave of unease rippled from the base of his neck down his spine, urging him to retreat. His heavy breathing was the only sound, his eyes flicking side to side, searching for any stir in the dark.

"He" tucked himself tighter behind the tricycle’s cargo bed, one leg slightly bent, ready to lunge like a predator stalking prey. The boy’s uneven breaths reached his ears, betraying his anxiety. He would wait for one more step - when the boy’s foot was midair, before it touched the ground - and then he’d pounce, leaving no chance to escape.

The skinny kid decided to circle the tricycle to make sure no one was hiding there. As he prepared to take his next step, the streetlamp in the distance flickered twice, then flared to life. From the opposite side of the street, a clatter of footsteps erupted from the darkness. The frail boy stumbled back and sprinted toward the commotion.

He rose swiftly, darting from behind the tricycle and pursuing as silently as possible, sticking close to the walls to let the shadows cloak him.

When the boy reached the illuminated lamppost, he touched it and shouted over the din, “Safe! One Yiannis and one Maria!”

Two children running from the far end of the street halted, panting, and collapsed onto the sidewalk’s curb alongside three other boys and two girls already there. The frail boy lingered within the lamppost’s feeble yellow glow, his eyes scanning the darkness, when “he” emerged from the shadows. With a swift leap, “he” passed behind the boy, grabbed the lamppost, and bellowed, “Safe! Freedom for all!”

The group erupted in cheers, leaping from the curb - except for the frail boy, who glared at them, crestfallen. Despite being roughly the same age, his slight frame made everyone assume he was younger. Exhausted and worn, he suddenly exploded, “Enough, guys! I can’t keep guarding anymore. Find someone else! All afternoon, I track everyone down, and then Quasimodo swoops in and frees them all.”

He clapped a hand over his mouth, as if to catch the words too late. Backpedaling, he saw “him” - the boy with one eye slightly higher than the other, now dubbed Quasimodo - advancing menacingly.

“Sorry! It slipped out, I didn’t mean it!” the boy cried, his voice cracking, saliva spraying as his mouth dried with fear. He bolted down the dark street, “he” charging after him like a predator.

The frail boy ran clumsily, glancing over his shoulder, while “he” pursued with a steady, accelerating pace, closing the gap. He caught up just before they vanished into the unlit stretch where asphalt gave way to dirt. With a swift trip, he sent the boy sprawling face-first onto the ground. Pinning him down with strong hands, he flipped him over and began pummeling his already bloodied face, ignoring his pleas and apologies. The blows landed methodically, without rage or frenzy - just systematic.

The pain was meant to instill fear, to ensure the boy would never dare call him Quasimodo again. The days of being mocked and beaten by other kids were over. Nearing twelve, he had grown strong. He’d learned to take a beating and give one back. His older cousin, a boxer since childhood, had taught him the basics over the past two years. Now, he feared no one - not older kids, not even groups of two or three. He relished it, making them scatter with a single glare.

“Quasimodo!” If only they knew what it meant and still dared to call him that. It was that little wretch Marina who’d first taunted him with it when they were younger. The neighborhood kids latched onto it, making his life hell. No matter how he protested, his father laughed as if it were a joke, offering no support. His mother was worse - her sour, cold, venomous glare and turned back made it clear she despised him.

A light flickered over them, illuminating briefly before fading. He ignored it until it struck his face, blinding him. A voice barked beside his ear, and strong hands yanked him off the boy.

“What are you doing? You’ll kill him! Have you no shame?”

He struggled against the grip of the ice vendor, who’d stopped his low gray motorized tricycle, its headlight blazing into his face. He hadn’t heard it approach, so absorbed was he - much like last year, with that stray kitten he’d found. While petting it, he’d lost himself in thought and squeezed too hard. The kitten struggled but was too weak to escape. When he came to, he realized he’d accidentally crushed it. He remembered holding its lifeless body in his scratched, clawed hands, still stroking its soft, beautiful fur.

“Off to your father now!” roared Mr. Kostas, the ice vendor, dragging him by the shoulders. Older and stronger, resistance was futile, and he stumbled along.

“Mr. Nikos! Mr. Nikos!” the vendor shouted, entering their yard. The house door creaked open, but no light spilled out - his father’s massive frame filled the doorway, blocking it entirely.

“What’s going on?” his father thundered.

“Your boy had little Manolakis Andronikou pinned down, beating him senseless. Nearly killed him! You should’ve seen the kid’s face - covered in blood, barely recognizable. I grabbed him and brought him to you. Do what you think is right,” Mr. Kostas said, shoving him forward.

“I’m off to see if we can find an open pharmacy this late for the boy,” he added, slamming the yard gate as he stood hunched before his father.

“Speak!” his father roared, eyes blazing. “What did you do now? Haven’t I told you a thousand times not to give anyone in this neighborhood a reason to talk? Especially the Andronikous - didn’t I say to steer clear? And you go beating him like a thug? Why, you little bastard?”

He said nothing, staring at the concrete beneath his feet. Excuses were pointless - his father would beat him regardless. He’d endure it, as always. He only hoped it wouldn’t be with his belt, because his father often wore it upside down, striking with the buckle. He heard him unbuckle it and say, “I’m going to teach you how to hit others.”

He braced himself, clenching his fists and half-closing his eyes, awaiting the blow. A fleeting moment of near-absolute silence and hope shattered as his father’s belt whistled through the dimness. The first strike caught him across the back, a sharp pain like an electric jolt ripping through him. The next blows landed on his ribs, then his thighs and knees, followed by two fierce slaps across his face. The world flashed white, and he staggered, disoriented, a persistent buzzing pulsing in his ears - like a sharp gust that came and went.

Each strike brought a flash, followed by the buzz, like thunder chasing lightning. He tried to stand, but another blow to his ribs stole his breath away. More flashes. More buzzing.

He collapsed to his knees as the belt struck again, the buckle grazing the side of his head. Blood gushed hot near his ear, trickling down his neck, sending shivers through him. A sweet, lingering scent filled the air, stirring an inexplicable melancholy.

His back shuddered under repeated blows. He curled onto his side, crumpling to the ground. Unable to move from the pain, he rested his head on the floor, no longer resisting. As he relaxed, the buzzing faded.

His father loomed over him. “To hell with you, you little bastard,” he snarled, delivering two final kicks to his ribs before turning toward the house.

He fought not to cry - not from the pain of his father’s blows, but from the cruelty of his mother’s disdain, which cut deeper than any strike. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing weakness. Biting his lips to stifle the pain, he wiped the blood from his neck and pressed his fingers to the wound by his ear to stem the flow.

With agonizing slowness, he rose, determined to stand. Despite the pain racking his body, he succeeded. Limping and gasping, spitting frothy blood with each breath, he reached a chair in the yard and sank into it, groaning. He took deep breaths, summoning the strength to take a few more steps to the house and drag himself to bed. His bloodied hands told him his injuries were worse than ever before - worse than any beating that beast had ever dealt him, often for no reason at all.

Tilting his head back, he searched for the night sky through gaps in the vine leaves rustling in a gentle breeze, shading the yard by day. Closing his eyes, he tried to disconnect from the pain. He tuned into the soft sounds of the night behind the leaves’ whisper, interrupted by snippets of his parents’ voices. The phrase “that little bastard” recurred, piercing his mind like the chirp of a cricket. He relaxed further, sinking into his thoughts. He no longer saw, heard, or felt pain. He only thought. He thought and calculated…

After a long while, when the voices had ceased and the house lights had gone out, a satisfied smile crept across his youthful face. He opened his eyes slowly and rose from the chair with deliberate care.

Limping cautiously, he moved toward the house. He knew now what he had to do to ensure his father never raised a hand against him again. Two more steps to the door… He knew how to escape his mother’s malice. Opening the door, every inch of his body screamed in protest. With each step, he grew more certain that deliverance was near. He glanced at his parents’ dark bedroom, where, in the flicker of a vigil lamp, they slept soundly. He stood before their door, his hatred for them flaring, and clenched his fist. A sharp pang forced him to loosen his fingers, leaning against the wall for support. Blood from his palm smeared where the wall met the doorframe. He wiped it with his shirt and shuffled to his room.

He remained resolved to do what must be done. Not tonight - he was in too much pain. A little more patience, a little more growth, a little more strength, and when he was ready… it wouldn’t be his blood staining the walls.








MEMENTO MORI*




*Remember to Die




Cottbus, Thursday, November 14, 2013




A ray of light struck his face, and he instinctively raised a gloved hand to shield his eyes. Squinting, he traced its source to a narrow gap between the skylight's metal frame and the surrounding concrete. Tilting his head slightly to the right, he stepped out of the beam’s path and stood motionless, captivated by the scene before him. He stepped back to absorb the full phantasmagoric spectacle. Sunlight streamed through the crevice like a taut silken sheet, fanning downward in a laser-like effect. It struck the floor beside his boot, forming a shimmering veil that blurred the warehouse’s depths. There, dozens of naked plastic mannequins, stacked atop one another, evoked grainy black-and-white photographs he’d once seen in a book about World War II concentration camps-mass graves frozen in time.

He shuddered, partly from the thought, partly from the cold. Crossing his arms, he rubbed his biceps vigorously, trying to warm himself. Dust motes danced chaotically in the light’s rays, stirring memories of lazy summer afternoons in his childhood bedroom. The scent of dust, mingled with the sweet-tart aroma of crushed mulberries from his family’s courtyard, flooded his mind. For a moment, he felt the comforting warmth of those childhood summers, recalling sunlight slipping through a slightly ajar, oil-painted wooden shutter, secured just enough by its latch. He flicked his hand to disturb the motes, as he has had as a child, but the gesture blocked the light, clearing his view.

The far wall came into sharp focus. Among countless naked mannequins, three stood out, clothed and meticulously arranged at the wall’s center, directly behind the beam of light now spotlighting them. The woman clutched her two children protectively, as if shielding them from danger. They nestled in her arms, their cold eyes fixed on her, as if awaiting salvation. What had they felt as life was violently torn from their bodies? Before “he” transformed them into lifeless husks, frozen in this forgotten warehouse.




Yesterday afternoon, he had parked a white van outside their home in a quiet Cologne suburb. Dusk had just settled, and knowing the family’s patriarch was still at work, he opened the garden gate and stepped carefully along a path of stone slabs embedded in the earth, leading to the front door. Dressed in a white coverall, he carried a slim brown leather satchel in his right hand, resembling a technician or maintenance worker. He rang the doorbell and waited, feeling no trace of nervousness, excitement, or unease.

The porch light flickered on, and a pleasant blonde woman in her thirties appeared, puzzled, asking who he was and what he wanted. He calmly informed her he had a work order to inspect the property for rodents. As her confusion turned into a mix of horror and disgust, denying such a problem could exist, he reached into his satchel with his left hand, offering to show her the order to clear up the misunderstanding.

Lenora Merkle’s final moments began as “he” withdrew his hand from the satchel. Instead of a paper, he held what she mistook for a metallic tool. Seconds later, she realized it was a pistol with a suppressor, longer and stranger than those in movies. She glanced at the man under the porch light and, for a fleeting moment, noticed his eyes were indeed slightly misaligned - not a trick of the shadow cast by his white cap, as she’d initially thought. Her gaze darted back to the pistol now rising toward her, and panic seized her. Her children were alone inside. Turning her back on the “visitor,” she ran into the house, hearing a sharp, metallic click and feeling a sting at the back of her head. As her four-year-old daughter, Trude, ran toward her smiling, everything went black.

He crossed the threshold, the pistol lowered by his thigh. He glanced at the little girl, who had stopped running and stood staring at her mother sprawled on the floor. Her smile froze as she tried to comprehend the scene. He gave her a warm, playful grin, and when she responded, he raised his hand and shot her in the head. With utter calm, he returned the pistol to the satchel and stepped over the two bodies lying almost entwined on the floor.

Entering the living room, he found young Alexander asleep in his recliner on the couch, half-covered by a blue blanket adorned with teddy bears. Sitting beside him, he lifted the five-month-old boy, who smelled of milk and baby shampoo, and held him close. The infant woke and began to cry. He pressed the boy tightly against his chest, covering his mouth and nose, and kept pressing until the baby ceased struggling to breathe. He laid the lifeless body back on the couch and retrieved several heavy-duty black garbage bags and a roll of packing tape from his satchel.

He wrapped the bodies in the bags, sealing them tightly with tape, winding it several times around each to ensure they wouldn’t open during transport. He switched off the porch light and carried the bodies one by one to the white van. After the transfer, he reentered the house for a final inspection. From his satchel, he pulled a leather cloth and a bottle of disinfectant, scrubbing away bloodstains on the wooden floor. He carefully collected the spent casings and a small fragment of the girl’s skull nearby, then left, softly closing the door, leaving the house nearly as he’d found it.

The 700-kilometer drive to this abandoned warehouse took about eight hours, including a brief stop for food. 




Though he’d slept five or six hours in the van, he felt heavy and lethargic. He’d removed the white coverall, now folded in the satchel, and felt more at ease, but he needed fresh air to clear his head. Turning slowly, he strode to the paved loading area. He stood for a few minutes, inhaling the frigid air deeply, then returned to the warehouse. One task remained.




He lifted the leather satchel from the floor and pulled out an instant Polaroid camera. Aiming at the woman, he pressed the shutter. The flash flared, and seconds later, the photo slid from the camera’s slot. He took a marker from his shirt pocket, wrote the number 108 on the back, and placed it on her lifeless chest. The flash sparked twice more. He numbered each photo and placed them carefully: 109 on the four-year-old girl, 110 on the five-month-old boy.

He returned the camera to the satchel and drew from another compartment a stack of similar photos depicting various people, posed unknowingly after death. Like photo 161, of 19-year-old Sylvia, killed two and a half years ago in Ingolstadt. He placed it carefully at the woman’s feet. On either side, he set photo 7, of 29-year-old Markus from Hamburg, and 91, of 85-year-old Augusta from Mainz. He continued until the satchel’s compartment was empty.

He remembered their names, ages, dates, and cities where he’d ended their lives - especially the manner of their deaths. Now, all that remained were these photos, meticulously arranged on the warehouse floor like offerings around the three fresh corpses.

Reaching into the satchel once more, he pulled out a dark blue baseball cap with a stiff bill, advertising a tool company. He put it on, covering his brown hair, and pulled the bill low to obscure his face. His black eyes seemed misaligned beneath his thick brows, the left one drooping slightly due to a sunken brow. To anyone who might see him, this would draw attention, so he retrieved a pair of dark sunglasses from a side pocket. Slinging the satchel over his shoulder, he cast a cold glance at the photos spread across the floor, nodded with satisfaction, opened the door, put on the sunglasses, and stepped out.

He hurried through the loading area and climbed into the white van he’d arrived in hours earlier. Turning the key, the engine started smoothly. He drove onto the rural road, heading west for about ten kilometers until a forest path led to a clearing.

Stepping out, he opened the van’s side door and grabbed a canister of kerosene, dousing every surface of the vehicle. When the canister was empty, he pulled a flare from the satchel - like those used by football fans - and lit it, tossing it into the cargo hold. The kerosene ignited instantly, flames engulfing the van, licking every inch.

He walked away swiftly, head bowed, like a traveler shielding himself from bone-chilling cold and blinding sun. The icy country air stung, and he pressed his gloved hand against his dark blue jacket at chest height. He covered at least 600 meters along a deserted dirt road, glancing back only when he heard the explosion. Nothing was visible - trees and a dip in the road, merging with a larger rural highway, obscured the view. He tilted his head skyward, as if orienting himself, and exhaled sharply. Watching the vapor of his breath dissipate, he took a few short breaths, then pulled a numbered list of hundreds of names from the satchel and crossed out three. Scanning the pages, he found the next underlined name at number 33: Zoe Zander, 25, from Chemnitz, near the Czech border. He read his notes carefully and slipped the pages back into the satchel.




“All good, Father. We carry on…” he muttered, lowering his head and continuing toward the city faintly visible on the horizon.








VAPING AND GRUNTING




Berlin, Wednesday, July 16, 2014




Chief Inspector Werner Lorentz of the BKA’s (Federal Criminal Police Office) SO (Serious and Organized Crime Division) stood towering before his desk in Berlin, the receiver of his office phone pressed to his ear. He spoke in clipped tones, punctuating his words with low grunts, his stern yet razor-sharp gaze shifting from his anxious secretary, Marion Drelke, standing before his desk, to his colleague, Inspector Richard Baum, seated at his own desk three meters away. Richard watched Werner’s lips closely, trying to decipher the grunts and piece together the conversation.

“When did you find them?” Werner’s voice cut through, followed by a grunt.

Two more grunts signaled agreement, another conveyed surprise, and then four or five rhythmic ones followed. A former chain smoker, Werner brought his vaping device - a sleek NASA-rocket-like contraption - to his lips and inhaled deeply, still engrossed in his call. The division’s director, Sabine Mäuser, dubbed the vaping device a "Saturn V", a term Richard wholeheartedly endorsed, while Marion, like most, simply called it an e-cigarette. Werner, however, insisted it was a “complete vaping system,” carrying a case with multiple components and several vials of flavored liquids for refilling. His service weapon might occasionally be left behind, but never his vaping system. Richard, a non-smoker, missed the old days when smoking laws were lax, and Werner - then a mere inspector - carried a small leather pouch with a pipe, cleaning tools, and aromatic tobacco. The heavy, sweet, mysterious scent of that tobacco, combined with the Sherlock Holmes stereotype, had once inspired Richard - then a junior officer - to take up smoking, purchasing a sleek pipe with a curved metal stem and a few tins of the same Dutch tobacco. Weeks later, he gifted the gear to his brother-in-law, as smoking left him breathless, and the tobacco never smelled the same as when Werner smoked it.

“We’re heading there now,” Werner’s voice boomed as he hung up, setting the receiver on his desk phone. He stood, vaping, staring at the device. His intuition had been nagging him since morning, warning of something amiss - something decidedly bad. And his intuition was never wrong.

Richard rose, approaching Werner with keen interest, waiting to hear what had transpired.

“I was speaking with Inspector Braun from the Cottbus police. Yesterday, they uncovered a triple murder scene in the area - after months!” Werner said, exhaling vapor.

“What’s that got to do with us? Since when do the feds get called for local crimes?” Richard asked, puzzled.

“Triple?” Marion interjected. “Don’t tell me it’s the woman and her two kids missing since last year!”

“Exactly,” Werner replied, vaping, his gaze darkening as he looked at his colleagues.

“And they’re calling us because the victims disappeared from Düsseldorf?” Richard asked, wilting under the heatwave and a nagging urinary issue that had plagued him for weeks, reluctant to leave the comfort of his air-conditioned office.

“They disappeared from Cologne,” Marion corrected.

“Close enough! Why are we going to Cottbus?” Richard pressed.

“We’ll talk on the way. Go to forensics and tell Schmaus to send one of his best with us. Meet me in the garage,” Werner said, vaping and grunting.

“You sure about this? Cottbus is 120 kilometers away, and in case you didn’t notice this morning, it’s brutally hot today!” Richard ventured, hoping to sway him.

“Richard, this looks like one of those cases that justifies the taxpayers’ money we’re paid,” Werner growled.

“Damn it,” Richard thought. Coming from Werner, that meant something serious. Something that, after years of working together, he knew would translate to sleepless nights. Many sleepless nights.

“Let’s not dawdle,” Werner grunted, checking his vaping system and striding toward the door.

“Chief Inspector!” Marion called out.

“What?” he asked, pausing just before exiting.

“Your gun!” she said, nodding toward his desk.

Werner muttered something resembling thanks or a curse, grabbed his holstered weapon from the drawer, and headed into the hallway.




As he approached the half-open door at the corridor’s end, his steps slowed, as they always did. His eyes scanned the offices lining the hallway, as if seeking a distraction to delay reaching his destination.

At the first open door, he greeted Inspector Karl Jung, a man whose unremarkable appearance - brown hair, average height, utterly ordinary features - made him blend into any crowd. Colleagues teased that without his namesake tie to the famous psychologist, no one would remember he worked there. This knack for going unnoticed allowed him to work undisturbed, boasting one of the highest case closure rates in the division. Naturally, his nickname was “Doctor.”

At the second office, Werner paused to discuss a work matter with Inspector Olaf Knopf of SO’s Subsection 21, the narcotics unit focused on drugs. Knopf’s tattooed arms, disheveled appearance, short stature, curly black hair, dark eyes, and biker-style mustache merging with sideburns gave him an unconventional look for his role. Years as an undercover agent had honed his ability to pass as anything but a cop among drug users. Initially nicknamed "Mad Dog" after Mick Belker, the feral sergeant from the old American TV show "Hill Street Blues", some veteran officers found it offensive, so everyone now called him "Mick. "

No other offices offered a chance to linger on that side of the building. Werner had to keep moving toward the door at the corridor’s end, and as always, the closer he got, the tighter his stomach knotted.

The door led to the SO director’s office, a constant reminder of their former director, Frank - a man of integrity and fairness, an inspiration to every subordinate, and Werner’s mentor and friend. Together, they’d taken down heavily armed gangs, drug lords, organ trafficking rings, and two serial killers. When Frank was forced to retire, battling the greatest threat to his life, Werner believed he’d triumph. He still vividly recalled Frank’s final day in the hospital, reduced to a shadow of his former self. Werner had wept driving home, sensing what would come later that night.

Frank’s death sparked an unspoken battle for his succession. Mourning his mentor, Werner dismissed the topic as an affront to Frank’s memory. Others, however, maneuvered to claim the position. Frank had all but named Werner as his successor to the vice president overseeing personnel, but Frank’s rapid decline left the decision to the vice president and his political allies.

And so, the half-open door now bore a plaque reading "Sabine Mäuser, Director. "

He saw her seated at her desk, poring over documents, highlighting sections with a yellow marker.

His Sabine, once upon a time.

The tall, slender blonde with short-cropped hair drew attention with the understated elegance of her beauty. Truth be told, Werner had loved her like no other in his life. She wasn’t the warm, nurturing type or a flirt exuding charm. Her allure lay in her lines - the harmony of her body and face, her symmetry. Her piercing blue eyes betrayed a mind that worked at lightning speed.

He knocked lightly on the door. When she looked up, smiled, and motioned for him to enter, his tongue tied itself in knots, as it always did.

“Good morning, dear Werner. Why do you look so troubled?” she asked.

He closed his eyes briefly, took a deep breath to regain composure, and looked at her as professionally as he could muster. “Remember the woman and her two kids who vanished from Cologne last November?”

“Yes. What about them?” she asked, slowly lowering her glasses.

“Unfortunately, we just found them.”








CENTAUREA CYANUS




Berlin, Wednesday, July 16, 2014




Werner stepped out of Sabine’s office, his face sour as always. He grappled with whether this foul mood stemmed from memories of Frank or his own chauvinistic streak, unable to accept that, for the first time in history, a woman now led the BKA’s Serious and Organized Crime Division. A woman he deemed utterly unfit for the role. Sabine would excel in a nonprofit’s directorship - public relations were her forte. But for the Criminal Police? Too delicate, too spineless, lacking the grit and decisiveness required. Damn it, this job demanded a man - or at least a formidable woman - not a PR specialist. Someone, above all, who was a cop, with all that entailed.

Back at the police academy, where they’d been classmates, Sabine cared only about climbing the ranks. And, as it turned out, she’d succeeded spectacularly. Whenever she addressed him, Werner felt her gaze carried a particular weight. He remembered that look from their early days in a Munich precinct. Behind the icy facade of her eyes, playful sparks once danced - sparks now gone. Her gaze was more professional now, and wearier.

Munich came flooding back. For two years, his desire for her consumed him. Her name haunted his waking and sleeping hours. Everything he did, everywhere he went, she dominated his thoughts. She was his first thought upon waking and his last before sleep finally claimed him. Yet he never mustered the courage to confess his feelings. She’d surely noticed and seemed to relish it, but her interest eventually waned. She treated him like a dear friend, waiting for a move he never made. Truth be told, his imposing presence concealed a man as effective in his work as he was cowardly in matters of the heart.

One night, out with colleagues, they’d had one too many drinks. Sitting side by side, she touched his hand - nearly held it - each time she spoke. As they left, they ran through a sudden downpour, and for a moment, their hands entwined. Neither pulled away, and they continued hand in hand like a couple. At the next corner, they took shelter under an awning, where he finally found the nerve to embrace her, look into her eyes, and kiss her. She reciprocated eagerly, in the most beautiful kiss he could recall. What followed in her apartment felt like the most passionate encounter of his life, fueled by his immense longing. Years later, reflecting on those moments, he concluded it was likely his worst sexual experience. Beyond their natural lack of synchronicity, Sabine was too wild for his tastes. Had he not been so smitten, he’d have seen it then, but the thought couldn’t cross his mind at the time. The next day, with a faint smile, Sabine called it a mistake and urged they forget it. She seemed to want him in her life, but not as he’d imagined.

Months later, she married a politician and secured a transfer, building her career on solid ground. Now, twenty-seven years later, they shared the same space. Werner tallied the reasons he found her unfit, adding her blatant confidence that she could manipulate him - not just as his superior but because of their past. “Why didn’t I hate her when I should have?” he wondered, heading toward the side elevators to the garage. “Maybe because she wasn’t worth it,” he answered himself, fooling himself once again.

Back then, to move on, he told himself she wasn’t worth it. Her rejection stung, and he clung to the saying that when God closes a door, He opens a window. When the understated Magda crossed his path, he fell for her almost instantly. They married quickly, and he felt complete when she gave him their daughter, Hilda - smart, charismatic, beautiful, the child any parent would dream of. Three years later, Matthias arrived, enriching their lives further.

Sabine, meanwhile, thrived in her career but never had children. Gossip claimed she avoided motherhood to protect her ambitions, but Werner struggled to believe it. As friends in their closer years, when they discussed everything, she never hinted at such a choice. She dreamed of a family, so perhaps her marriage faltered. Maybe that’s why her gaze had hardened - not just from her role’s demands, as he’d thought. Had he truly moved on? If so, why did he so often recall that night in Munich? That first kiss? Was it all a misunderstanding? A sense of injustice over his position? Or had he hidden his feelings all these years? Was their night truly bad, or was he lying to himself? Lately, he thought of her more, always concluding she didn’t matter, yet guilt toward Magda and the kids gnawed at him.

His thoughts were abruptly cut by the elevator’s chime, its doors sliding open before him like a gaping maw. He stepped in and pressed the button for the second basement, where the garage was. The elevator stopped at the first basement, home to the forensics labs. As the doors parted, Richard’s mustache appeared, followed by his ruddy, round face. Behind him trailed a lanky young man with glasses, about half a head taller than Richard - slightly shorter than Werner. This must be the best.

“Here we are,” Richard said, smiling.

“Perfect timing,” Werner replied.

“Let me introduce Chief Inspector Werner Lorentz,” Richard said to the newcomer, gesturing toward Werner, who was already vaping his rocket.

“Pleased to meet you. Peter Schwende, forensics,” the young man said, extending his hand. He seemed bothered by the vapor - likely a psychological reaction from disliking cigarette smoke. The vapor didn’t irritate breathing, didn’t linger, and dissipated quickly. Its scent was so subtle it felt more like a faint perfume.

“Hey, Peter. How’s old Thomas doing?” Werner asked.

“You mean Mr. Schmaus, I presume? He sends his regards. But why ‘old Thomas’? You must be about the same age,” Peter observed.

“Have you studied my file?” Werner asked as the elevator doors opened.

“Certainly not. I estimate from your appearance that you’re peers. You might even be half a year older.”

“No way!” Richard said, stepping into the garage. “Schmaus looks at least five years older!”

“He’s actually five and a half months younger than me,” Werner said, grinning.

“Impossible!” Richard insisted.

“It’s true, but I call him old Thomas to tease him. How’d you nail that, Peter?”

“It’s my job to observe, sir. In order to do so, you focus on what you’re seeking, not distractions,” Peter said, instinctively pulling back to avoid the vapor. 

“Is the vapor a distraction?” Werner asked. “Because, just so you know, it’s harmless - if you didn’t notice,” he added playfully.

“It’s not the vapor. It’s how you do it. You quit smoking recently, I’d say within the last eighteen months. Probably a pipe, since you haven’t fully shed its characteristic motions.”

“I ditched my pipe fifteen months ago. Something tells me you’re good at your job. Where’d we get you from?”

“Wiesbaden, three months ago.”

“The headquarters?” Richard asked, surprised.

“Yes. Mr. Schmaus requested me after we met at a mini-seminar there last year.”

“I don’t blame him,” Werner said. “Let’s see what you catch today.” He pressed the remote to unlock their service Opel Insignia.

Werner tossed the keys to Richard and took the passenger seat - a habit from their years together. When he needed to think, he let Richard drive, freeing his mind to observe the surroundings without the burden of focusing on the road.

Peter settled in the back, buckling up. “What are we facing where we’re going, Chief Inspector?”

Richard started the engine, glancing at Werner, who was organizing his thoughts to brief them soon. He signaled Peter to wait via the rearview mirror and eased onto the gas. They passed the security gate and merged onto Elsenstraße, heading for the 113 toward Schönefeld. The air conditioning kept the heatwave at bay, much to Richard’s relief. After Schönefeld, as they hit the A13, Werner, silent until then, raised his vaping device and pointed out the window at the fields.

“Look at all those blue flowers… aren’t they stunning?” he asked.

“They’re everywhere!” Richard said, stealing a quick glance while keeping his eyes on the road.

“They’ve got this deep blue that calms me when I look at them. What are they called?” Werner wondered.

“Centaurea Cyanus, commonly known as cornflowers,” Peter said. “They’re wildflowers but can be used as a poultice to soothe irritated skin or as an immune in tea. English speakers call them cornflowers and use the term to describe deep blue eyes.”

“How the hell do you know all that?” Richard asked.

“When your job is to observe, you want to learn everything,” Peter said, shrugging.

“Boss!” Richard said, turning to Werner. “Are you finally gonna tell us what we’re doing in Cottbus?”

Werner glanced at the meadows, took a deep breath, his face darkening, and began: “You remember the disappearance of a mother and her two kids from Cologne about eight months ago.”

Richard and Peter nodded, and Werner continued.

“It’s Lenora Merkle, twenty-nine, and her two children, four-year-old Trude and five-month-old Alexander. Her husband, Konrad Merkle, reported them missing on the afternoon of Wednesday, November 13. He came home to an empty house, called all relatives and friends, but no one had heard from them that day. He contacted the police, who acted swiftly due to the young children. They found nothing. The house was empty, lights on, TV running, nothing missing. It was as if they’d stepped out briefly and would return any minute. Unlike typical cases, the police didn’t suspect the husband.”

“Why not?” Richard asked.

“Because he was at his company all morning, swamped. Plus, the company’s receptionist logged an incoming call from his wife late that afternoon but couldn’t connect her due to a meeting in the director’s office.”

“Are we sure it was the wife?” Peter asked from the back.

“Yes. They knew each other personally. She testified Lenora sounded fine, cheerful even, and ultimately asked not to disturb him over something trivial. I read this in the report when the case went unsolved and was shared with our agency,” Werner replied.

“Was the husband involved with the receptionist?” Richard wondered aloud.

“No evidence of that,” Werner said.

“How’s Cottbus involved?” Peter asked.

“Yesterday, Cottbus police got a call from the owner of a nearly abandoned warehouse just outside the city. It hadn’t been used in over two years. A crew sent to clean it for a lighting company’s lease alerted the police, who found three bodies in advanced decomposition. Forensics identified them.”

Werner’s gaze drifted to the fields beyond the road. They were now on the A15, nearing Cottbus. Richard sensed there was more and decided to probe.

“There’s something else, isn’t there?” he said, glancing sideways.

“The place was littered with photographs,” Werner said.

“Photographs? What kind?” Peter asked, leaning forward, gripping the front seats’ backrests.

“Old-school Polaroid instant photos, like those from the 1980s,” Werner said, pausing briefly. “Photos of victims from previous unsolved murders.” He spoke slowly, not for effect but to organize his thoughts, and continued: “Photos of each victim at the crime scene - not ours, not forensics’ shots, but as the killer would’ve taken them right after the act. One for each murder. Someone took them for their personal collection.”

“How many are we talking about?” Richard asked, his voice icy, eyes fixed on the road.

“Twenty-eight, not counting the three on the bodies found yesterday. The other cases, though not yet identified, seem recent - no older than four or five years based on the photos’ condition.”

Richard let out an impressed whistle. “That’s a serial killer! Thirty-one victims in recent years, right under our noses. I hope the press doesn’t catch wind, or they will tear us apart!”

“At least thirty-one,” Werner said pointedly.

“What do you mean, ‘at least’?” Peter asked. Richard momentarily forgot the road, snapping his head toward Werner, who gestured for him to focus and continued.

“Each photo has a number written on the back in red marker. These don’t seem to correspond to the crimes’ chronological order - they’re jumbled. So, they’re not a timeline. The three victims in the warehouse were numbered 108, 109, and 110, but there are photos with higher numbers. Either the killer has another pattern, or they’re deliberately trying to confuse us.”

“What’s the highest number on the photos found?” Peter asked, his voice tinged with anxiety.

Werner turned to face Peter in the back, his expression troubled. “Two hundred seventeen.”

Peter’s eyes widened, Richard’s foot eased off the gas for a split second, and Werner settled back into his seat, searching the window for the cornflowers, the Centaurea Cyanus.




No one spoke. Only their breathing, the hiss of Werner’s vaping rocket, and the engine’s faint hum filled the car. The calming blue flowers were gone, vanished with the fields as Cottbus’s first buildings loomed ahead. They breathed heavily, cautiously, as if death’s stench had tainted the air, drawing closer to the place where they’d confront what remained of a family.








IN THE WAREHOUSE WITH THE MANNEQUINS


Cottbus, Wednesday, July 16, 2014


At the warehouse entrance, Inspector Josef Braun awaited them. Slightly dark-haired, pale, short, and stout, with a thick, twirled mustache, he seemed a nostalgic soul, weaving outdated sartorial codes into his daily life - evident in his gray suit jacket and matching cap. Richard’s mind conjured images from an old Tintin comic, picturing Belgian agents, so when Werner introduced them, he extended his hand with a faint smirk.

“Inspector Richard Baum,” he said, gripping his Cottbus counterpart’s hand.

Introductions concluded with the presentation of the lanky forensics technician, Peter Schwende.

“Now, Inspector, let’s get to it,” Werner said impatiently.

They stood outside a remote, nearly abandoned concrete warehouse, a few kilometers southeast of Cottbus. Yellow police tape barred the outer gate, while a patrol car with a vigilant officer parked near the loading area completed the scene. Inspector Braun clearly took pride in his department’s professionalism, evident in his posture as he eyed his guests. Richard thought he was probably trying to channel Hercule Poirot.1

“I chose to meet directly at the crime scene because, as you’ll see, things are… well, somewhat unusual. The warehouse owner is clearly uninvolved - there are signs of forced entry, likely by the perpetrator. His statement is at my office, along with other evidence all at your disposal.”

“How many civilians contacted the findings?” Richard asked.

“None whatsoever. The cleaning crew noticed the breached door and immediately called the police. The officers who arrived were the only ones to enter. Upon seeing the scene, they called forensics and sealed the area without touching anything.”

“Very good,” Werner said, nodding approvingly, visibly satisfied.

“Let’s take a look inside,” Peter said, lifting the police tape and stepping into the loading area with the air of a forensics expert accustomed to being first at a crime scene. Richard followed suit, while Werner took a couple of puffs from his vape, scanned the surroundings, grunted enigmatically, and joined them. Last to pass under the tape was Inspector Braun, holding his cap as he ducked to keep it from falling. Richard, already inside, watched with a hint of a smile, half-expecting Tintin to be spying from somewhere. Werner, familiar with Richard’s humor after years sharing an office, caught his expression, shot a sly grin, vaped once, grunted twice, and nudged his shoulder as he passed. When Inspector Braun joined them in the loading area, Werner and Richard simultaneously pulled disposable gloves and shoe covers from their pockets and put them on. Braun blushed slightly, embarrassed for not having his own, and coughed awkwardly. Richard promptly offered a spare pair, which Braun accepted with a slight nod of thanks, donned, and followed Werner into the warehouse.


An eerie silence filled the space, despite at least five people scattered about, marking points of interest for the investigation. Peter, in a corner, spoke quietly with a tall, lean blonde man wearing a disposable full-body suit, in addition to gloves and shoe covers


























